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Research on purchasing organization (PO) has re-
ceived increased attention in recent years. ‘Strategic 
purchasing’ may be defined as the process of plan-
ning, implementing, evaluating, and controlling 
strategic and operative purchasing decisions for 
directing all activities of the purchasing function 
towards opportunities consistent with the firm's 
capabilities to achieve its long-term goals (Carr and 
Smeltzer 1997; Ellram and Carr 1994; Zheng, 
Knight, Harland, and James 2007). The term ‘or-
ganizational design’ refers to the process of as-
sessing and selecting the structure of an organiza-
tion, which includes formal systems of communica-
tion, coordination, control, division of labor, author-
ity and responsibility, with the intention to facilitate 
the achievement of organizational goals (Robbins 
1990: 6-7; Trent 2004). By assigning tasks to the 
members of an organization and by allocating re-
sources to organizational entities, the structure of an 
organization is one of the main prerequisites for 
efficient task completion (Milgrom and Roberts 
1992: 25-28; Picot, Dietl, and Frank 2002: 5-9). In 
an environment characterized by global competition 
and increasingly demanding customers, a structure 
that matches the requirements of competition is an 
essential component of organizational competitive-
ness. 
In the area of purchasing, researchers have studied 
patterns in the organization of purchasing, identi-
fied contextual factors that influence its design or 
analyzed the contribution of the PO to purchasing 
performance (PP) or the performance of the entire 
organization. Although a large number of works 
have appeared that study the organization of pur-
chasing, several authors noted that prior research 
has been widely unstructured and that a more sys-
tematic approach towards research on the PO is 
necessary (Trent and Monczka 2003; Gelderman 
and Semeijn 2006; Quintens, Pauwels, and Mat-
thyssens 2006a; Trautmann, Turkulainen, Hart-
mann, and Bals 2009). 
This paper presents the results of an extensive liter-
ature review of the organization of purchasing cov-
ering the period from 1967 to 2009. The review 
provides a structured overview of prior research 
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topics and findings and identifies gaps in the exist-
ing literature that may be addressed in future re-
search. The intention of the review is to a) synthe-
size prior research, b) uncover the boundaries of PO 
research to date and provide researchers with a 
structural framework along which future research 
on the PO may be oriented, and c) identify gaps in 
the study of the PO and suggest promising areas for 
future research. 
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: 
The next section discusses the methodology of the 
literature review and the research design and pro-
poses a classification and descriptive analysis of 
literature on the organization of purchasing. Subse-
quently, a thematic analysis of prior research is 
presented. The last section discusses the findings of 
this review, clarifies its limitations and provides 
suggestions for future research. 
2 The literature review approach 
2.1 Methodology 
To identify articles of high scientific value and sus-
tainable influence on the academic discussion in 
purchasing research, a comprehensive literature 
review was conducted by the authors in 2010. Syn-
thesizing existing evidence in a systematic and 
transparent way is an effective tool in the building of 
knowledge, and can be as important as conducting 
new research (Light and Pillemer 1984: 2-3; Cooper 
2010: 1-2). The methodology used in the literature 
review was developed with reference to the works of 
Reynolds, Simintiras, and Vlachou (2003) David 
and Han (2004) and Newbert (2007) and consists 
of three steps: 
(1) The selection of journals is based on the 
suggestions by Quintens, Pauwels, and Matthyssens 
(2006a) Pagano (2009) and Walker (2009), who 
provided literature reviews in the context of pur-
chasing. Thus, a journal list was generated by select-
ing the most relevant journals in the disciplines 
general management, international business, inter-
national marketing management, and operations 
and supply (chain) management. The most relevant 
journals in the respective disciplines were selected 
by referring to the papers by Quintens, Pauwels, and 
Matthyssens (2006a) Pagano (2009) and Dubois 
and Reeb (2000) for international business, Hult, 
Neese, and Bashaw (1997) Quintens, Pauwels, and 
Matthyssens (2006a) and Pagano (2009) for mar-
keting, Peng (2001) Pagano (2009) and Walker 
(2009) for general management, and Quintens, 
Pauwels, and Matthyssens (2006a) Pagano (2009) 
and Walker (2009) for operations and supply 
(chain) management. Through this approach, 42 
journals were selected in total. 
(2) After the journal list had been completed, key-
words were defined to facilitate the selection of 
relevant articles. With reference to the reviews men-
tioned above, three groups of keywords were de-
fined. Group A contained ‘sourcing’, ‘purchasing’, 
‘procurement’, ‘supply’, ‘buying group’ and ‘buying 
center’, group B ‘organization’, ‘design’, ‘centraliza-
tion’, ‘decentralization’, ‘team’, ‘structure’, ‘size’, 
‘formalization’ and ‘specialization’, and group C 
‘purchasing partnership’, ‘commodity teams’, ‘inter-
national purchasing office’, ‘international procure-
ment office’, ‘lead buyer’ and ‘contingency theory’, 
both in British and American spelling. 
(3) The paper selection process was initiated by a 
manual review of all 42 pre-selected journals. In the 
first step, the titles of all papers that appeared in 
these journals were checked in light of the keywords 
defined above (also Walker 2009; David and Han 
2004; Newbert 2007). Thereby, articles were 
checked for relevance of whether they contained a 
keyword from both groups A and B or from group C 
in the title. Thus, 226 articles could be identified 
that met these search criteria. These papers were 
subjected to a further analysis of their abstract and, 
in case they seemed to be relevant for this literature 
review, selected and completely read to examine 
their content (Pagano 2009). In total, 45 papers 
were identified as relevant in this step. 
In a second step, the online databases Business 
Source Premier and ABI/Inform Global were 
searched using the keywords defined above. The 
intention was to identify additional works that ap-
peared in journals that were not pre-selected and to 
assure that no important papers were overlooked in 
the first step of the selection process. Thereby, arti-
cles were checked for relevance of whether they 
contained a keyword from both groups A and B or 
from group C in the title and abstract, which led to 
473 articles that could be found with Business 
Source Premier and 428 articles that resulted from 
the search with ABI/Inform Global. Again, papers 
that met the search criteria were subjected to an 
analysis of their abstract and, in case they seemed to 
be relevant and had not already been selected be-
fore, were included in the sample. In total, five addi-
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tional papers could be found in this step of the 
search phase. In selecting the papers, we focused 
only on works that appeared in peer-reviewed jour-
nals to ensure that only high-quality research was 
considered in the review. As Light and Pillemer 
(1984: 35) noted: ‘Restricting a review to published 
studies may enhance quality control. Most refereed 
journals have reasonably strict requirements for 
publication […] This process usually leads to a bet-
ter technical product.’ Works that appeared in peer-
reviewed, non-business management journals (for 
example, with a focus on healthcare) were also ex-
cluded. 
In a third step we consolidated our results. As the 
review needs to be focused, we excluded works that 
concentrated on behavioral and informal aspects in 
POs or that interpreted the organization of purchas-
ing from a process-oriented, and not from a hierar-
chical perspective. In addition, we excluded papers 
that studied supply chain management and logistic 
organization issues. 
In a final step, papers were identified in a ‘snowball 
approach’ by checking articles that were cited in 
previously selected works and where the citation 
indicated that the paper might be relevant for this 
review. In this way, 35 additional articles were iden-
tified. Appendix A gives an overview of selection 
filters and criteria as well as the number of articles 
returned at each step of the selection process. In 
addition, we included the hits of the keyword search 
for ‘title’, ‘abstract’ and ‘title and abstract’ for infor-
mation purposes.  
In total, 85 papers were identified as relevant in the 
selection process. The process considered all vol-
umes of the pre-selected journals and all volumes 
available in the online databases (Business Source 
Premier since 1965; ABI/Inform Global since 1971) 
due to the lack of a comprehensive literature review 
in this area and the need to cover both the state of 
the art of research on the PO as well as its emer-
gence. Although searches were conducted for the 
period before 1967 due to the coverage of the data-
bases and the availability of journal volumes, the 
earliest relevant paper was published in 1967, which 
leads to a period of analysis covering the years from 
1967 to 2009. Identified articles were finally read 
completely before subjecting them to descriptive 
and thematic analysis. The bibliographic infor-
mation was coded and the selected papers were 
classified with reference to the content categories of 
the analytical framework of this review (explained 
below in more detail). Appendix B gives an overview 
of reviewed journals and the number of identified 
articles.  
2.2 Analytical Framework 
The following section develops a conceptual frame-
work which illustrates the environment-structure-
performance relationship in purchasing. The frame-
work will be used for guiding the content analysis of 
the review and aims at giving the analysis a struc-
ture, which can be reproduced by the reader and 
which helps researchers to better position their own 
work in the literature on POs. The content analysis, 
in turn, aims at giving an objective, systematic, and 
qualitative description of research content (Reyn-
olds, Simintiras, and Vlachou 2003). A clear defini-
tion of categories and framework components helps 
to ensure reliability when conducting a content 
analysis and facilitates classification and consistent 
assessments. The content categories were derived 
with the help of Holsti’s (1969: 3-23, 94-95) princi-
ples, who stated that content categories should be 
(1) guided by theory, (2) exhaustive to cover all ap-
propriate items in the sample and reflect all issues 
addressed by the review, (3) mutually exclusive to 
ensure that a content item is classified under one 
category only, and 4) independent (to analyze). 
The framework is based on works from the purchas-
ing (Stanley 1993), marketing (Ruekert, Walker, and 
Roering 1985) and organization (Donaldson 1987) 
literature and will be used as an outline for structur-
ing the thematic analysis in the following sections. 
According to Ruekert, Walker, and Roering (1985), 
an environment-structure-performance framework: 
(1) concretizes the design options by discussing the 
structural variables, 
(2) identifies the contextual factors moderating the 
effects of structure on performance, 
(3) recognizes the diversity of organizational struc-
tures available for implementing purchasing activi-
ties, and 
(4) examines the likely impacts of organizational 
structure on performance. 
To analyze the determinants and structural charac-
teristics of POs and to assess the performance of 
alternative structural designs, the contingency and 
the configuration approach can be used (Meyer, 
Tsui, and Hinings 1993). Both theories study the 
relationship between the environment of an organi-
zation and its structure (Child 1970; Stanley 1993) 
BuR - Business Research 
Official Open Access Journal of VHB 




and build on Mintzberg’s (1980) discussion of dif-
ferent organizational forms. As contingency theory 
proposes that institutions with different organiza-
tional designs perform better when their structure is 
properly aligned with the conditions of the envi-
ronment, organizational decisions in purchasing 
have to take account of performance dimensions 
(Child 1972). The idea that the structure of an or-
ganization determines its performance is described 
by the system-structural view of organizational de-
sign and performance (e.g., Stanley 1993; Zey-
Ferrell 1981; Ruekert, Walker, and Roering 1985). 
Performance can be conceptualized as a multidi-
mensional construct integrating the dimension 
efficiency, effectiveness and adaptiveness (Stanley 
1993; Ruekert, Walker, and Roering 1985): 
(1) Efficiency is defined as the relationship between 
organizational output and the inputs needed to 
attain those outputs. 
(2) Effectiveness measures the degree to which or-
ganizational goals are reached and is achieved by 
fitting characteristics of the organization to its con-
text (Lawrence and Lorsch 1967; Child 1975; Don-
aldson 2001: 1) 
(3) Adaptiveness refers to the ability of an organiza-
tion to react to changes in its environment. 
For the sake of brevity, we exclude measures a com-
pany may take to influence the environment from 
the analysis, although it is clear that the ‘strategic 
choice’ typically includes more than the definition of 
structural forms (Child 1972). Finally, the main 
focus of our analysis is on the formal structure of 
POs, which may directly be influenced by decision 
makers in the company, and excludes the ‘social 
structure’ (Blau 1970), e.g., the informal relations 
and behaviors of individuals within the buying cen-
ter, which can only indirectly be influenced by man-
agement. However, it is clear that formal structures 
of organizations try to control the social behavior of 
its members as well. To describe the structure of 
organizations, we use findings of the contingency 
approach which is complemented by further contex-
tual factors identified in the organization literature 
(Blau 1970, 1972). Configuration theory extends the 
framework by adding individual design dimensions 
(Meyer, Tsui, and Hinings 1993). 
The conceptual framework used in this paper is 
shown in Figure 1. In the center of the framework, 
we locate the structural characteristics of the pur-
chasing function, which represent alternative varia-
bles of POs. In reviewing the literature, we identified
(de)centralization, formalization, configuration, 
specialization, involvement and standardization as 
the most commonly used structural variables in 
purchasing research (also Pugh, Hickson, Hinings, 
Macdonald, Turner, and Lupton 1963; Pugh, Hick-
son, Hinings, and Turner 1968). Works that study 
structural variables will be reviewed first to identify 
alternative dimensions of POs and to assess their 
importance. 
The second component of our framework are the 
determinants of the organizational design of pur-
chasing, which are located to the right and to the left 
of the structural characteristics in Figure 1. In re-
viewing the literature, we found that the most fre-
quently used contextual factors in purchasing re-
search can be grouped into factors that are internal 
to the company, but that are located outside of the 
PO (such as organization characteristics, product 
characteristics and the purchase situation) and 
factors that are company-external (environmental) 
(also Lewin and Donthu 2005). Figure 1 illustrates 
that the contextual factors influence the characteris-
tics of the PO and that a fit has to be created be-
tween environment and structure to reach a high 
level of performance. The determinants of the PO 
will be discussed second. 
While the structure of purchasing is frequently in-
terpreted as a response of the organization to its 
context, the design of purchasing can also be seen as 
a contextual variable that influences other parts of 
the organization. Thus, the third part of our analysis 
will discuss works that studied the purchasing struc-
ture as a contextual variable. 
The structural characteristics of purchasing shown 
in the center of our framework constitute a set of 
dimensions which define a continuum of alternative 
organizational forms. The literature on purchasing, 
however, often refers to a discrete set of POs, such 
as international procurement offices, purchasing 
teams or the commodity management approach, 
and does not fully use the continuum provided by 
the different structural dimensions to characterize 
POs. As a result, the fourth part of our literature 
review will give an overview of alternative institu-
tional types of POs that have been discussed in the 
literature. We thereby differentiate between the POs 
of private and public institutions, as purchasing in 
the public sector is subject to a different set of regu-
lations, which may influence the structure of pur-
chasing as well. 
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In the last part of our review, we will focus on the 
purchasing performance impact of organizational 
design decisions in general and the PO in particular. 
2.3  Descriptive analysis 
In total, 85 papers were identified and assessed 
(articles are listed in Appendix C). The largest num-
ber of papers (44 articles) appeared in operations 
and supply (chain) management journals, particu-
larly in the Journal of Supply Chain Management 
(24 articles) and the Journal of Purchasing and 
Supply Management (14 articles). Further, several 
marketing journals published research on organiza-
tional issues in purchasing (27 articles). Interna-
tional business (1 article) and general management 
journals (2 articles), in contrast, gave limited atten-
tion to structural aspects of purchasing. These re-
sults confirm those of Quintens, Pauwels, and Mat-
thyssens (2006a) and Pagano (2009) in the field of 
supply management. In addition, 11 articles were 
identified that appeared in journals other than the 
42 selected. Appendix D gives a detailed overview of 
the number of relevant articles identified by year 
and selected journals. 
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
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The total number of articles published per year was 
analyzed as well and the results are shown in Ap-
pendix E. The trend line illustrates that research on 
organizational aspects of purchasing has increased 
over the years. This result is in line with the objec-
tive of this literature review, which is to synthesize 
findings and to identify research gaps in an area 
which is becoming more and more important. 
As to the main methodological approaches used in 
the works reviewed in this paper, articles were di-
vided into three categories: A paper was considered 
to be an empirical survey when the focus was on the 
collection and analysis of large-scale empirical data. 
Case studies, in turn, referred to a limited set of 
organizations and either applied known methods or 
used real-life examples for theory-building (e.g., 
Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 2009). Finally, papers were 
considered to be conceptual if the main focus was 
on the description of a theory, on methods, algo-
rithms or fundamental discussions. Conceptual 
papers may use some test data or deal with theoreti-
cal or professional issues. It is obvious that a clear 
distinction between the three categories is not al-
ways possible as integrated research methods exist. 
If surveys or case studies were combined with con-
ceptual considerations, these hybrid papers were 
assigned to the survey or the case study category, 
depending on the main focus of the research meth-
od used (Appendix H). 
Appendix F illustrates that prior works on the or-
ganization of purchasing primarily used case study- 
(22) or survey-based (54) approaches and that only 
a small number of purely conceptual papers exists 
(9). The use of different methodical approaches by 
number of articles and year is analyzed in Appendix 
F. As can be seen, there is a trend shifting research 
from large-scale empirical studies to case-study 
research. The increased use of case studies indicates 
that research is becoming more and more explora-
tory in nature as this approach is able to provide 
more in-depth knowledge of organizational issues 
(similar findings by Pagano 2009 in the context of 
the organization of international sourcing). 
The components of our analytical framework were 
also analyzed with respect to their use in research 
over time. Appendix G illustrates that structural 
variables and institutional structures in purchasing 
have frequently been the object of research in recent 
years, but that the study of contextual factors has 
declined continuously after reaching a peak in the 
late 1990s. Research on the performance impact of 
the PO began in the mid-1980s, but has not been 
researched extensively to date. 
Figure 2 gives an overview of different theories that 
have been used in prior research to explain the 
structure of the purchasing function. It can be seen 
that especially contingency theory has been used to 
study the organization of purchasing and its deter-
minants, but that a variety of other theories have 
been used as well to explain how POs are structured 
and why they are organized in a certain way. It be-
comes apparent that only eight out of 85 papers 
discussed in this review based their research on an 
established theory, and only six articles used more 
than one theoretical construct. Appendix I contains 
a brief outline of works that used an established 
theory in analyzing the PO and summarizes their 
main contribution. 
Figure 2: Theories used in research on the 
organization of purchasing 
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zational goals (Robbins 1990: 4-7; Jones 1998: 11-
12). In the past decades, researchers have tried to 
identify important characteristics of organizations 
and defined structural variables that may be inter-
preted as basic building blocks of organizations and 
that help to describe organizations in detail (Pugh, 
Hickson, Hinings, Macdonald, Turner, and Lupton 
1963; Pugh, Hickson, Hinings, and Turner 1968; 
Price 1972; Mintzberg 1979: 65-213; Robbins 1990). 
Figure 3 gives an overview of the different structural 
variables that have been used in prior research to 
describe the organization of purchasing. The charac-
teristics of the variables and their importance for 
purchasing research are briefly discussed in the 
following. 
The first structural variable depicted in Figure 3, 
standardization, refers to the degree to which or-
ganizational activities or organizational routines are 
precisely defined (Garrido-Samaniego and Gutiér-
rez-Cillán 2004). Quintens, Pauwels, and Mat-
thyssens (2006b) differentiated between process, 
product and personnel standardization to account 
for different objects that may be standardized. 
Standardizing materials reduces the variety of dif-
ferent products that need to be bought and increas-
es the volume for each product type, which typically 
results in better purchase conditions, while stand-
ardizing processes increases the effectiveness and 
accuracy of the purchasing process (Sanchez-
Rodriguez, Hemsworth, Martinez-Lorente, and 
Clavel 2006). Further, using standards in purchas-
ing entails that activities can be performed in a rou-
tine manner, which reduces variability and helps to 
lower uncertainty in purchasing. However, as Tra-
utmann, Turkulainen, Hartmann, and Bals (2009) 
pointed out, standardization limits the organiza-
tion’s capacity to process information, wherefore it 
should only be used as a design instrument in pur-
chasing in case information processing require-
ments are not too high. 
The second structural variable shown in Figure 3, 
specialization, refers to the division of labor in the 
organization (Klebba and Dwyer 1981; Garrido-
Samaniego and Gutiérrez-Cillán 2004). Several 
authors differentiated between two forms of special-
ization and suggested that tasks may either be 
grouped by functions or by objects (e.g., Germain 
and Dröge 1998; Robbins 1990: 84-86). The case of 
a functional segmentation entails that jobs are bro-
ken down into simple and repetitive tasks which 
may be efficiently performed (Robbins 1990: 84; 
Daft 1992: 13). The case of an object-oriented spe-
cialization, in turn, helps to reduce interface prob-
lems since employees are responsible for different 
tasks that are logically interconnected. Consequent-
ly, functional specialization in purchasing is benefi-
cial in case only few interdependencies arise be-
tween different tasks and high efficiency improve-
ments are expected in specializing on a small set of 
activities, whereas an object-oriented specialization
Figure 3: Use of structural variables in research on purchasing organizations 
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is beneficial in the opposite case (Galbraith 1971; 
Daft 1992: 191). Spekman and Stern (1979) and 
Juha and Pentti (2008) further pointed out that 
specialization is an important measure to reduce 
risks in the purchasing process, as it enables indi-
viduals to react more quickly to changes in the envi-
ronment. A further discussion of this variable can be 
found in Lau, Goh, and Phua (1999). 
The structural variable configuration refers to the 
design of the authority structure of the organization 
and includes dimensions such as vertical and lateral 
spans of control, criteria for segmentation, and 
numbers of positions in various segments (Pugh, 
Hickson, Hinings, Macdonald, Turner, and Lupton 
1963; Pugh, Hickson, Hinings, and Turner 1968). A 
high degree of configuration in purchasing results 
in a PO that implements a high number of different 
design elements, such as positions, departments, 
formal communication channels or control struc-
tures, and that may thus better match the require-
ments of the purchase situation. A closer look at the 
literature reveals that the variable configuration has 
not been analyzed per se, but that authors have 
concentrated on developing concepts for structuring 
the purchasing function or on studying the use of 
different design elements in purchasing, which in-
fluence the degree of configuration. Narasimhan 
and Carter (1990) Giunipero and Monczka (1990, 
1997) and Cavinato (1992), for example, described 
different structural alternatives for purchasing, such 
as product line divisions or geographic area divi-
sions, and defined hierarchical relationships for the 
purchasing function as well as prerequisites for 
using the respective structural alternatives. 
Another design element that may be summarized 
under the heading configuration is the hierarchical 
position of the purchasing department. Many au-
thors agree that the position of an organizational 
unit helps to assess the status this unit enjoys in the 
organization and the degree to which an organiza-
tional unit may influence decisions on the strategic 
and tactical level (Bloom and Nardone 1984; Fearon 
1988; Monczka, Trent, and Handfield 2002: 66-69). 
Based on empirical observations, several authors 
identified a tendency of CPOs reporting more and 
more to one of the top executive positions (Johnson, 
Leenders, and Fearon 1998a,b, 2006; Johnson and 
Leenders 2006), which might indicate an increasing 
importance purchasing enjoys in the respective 
companies. In addition, Trent (2004) found that a 
higher-level procurement officer is critical to organ-
izational design effectiveness. 
Finally, also the characteristics of the chief purchas-
ing officer (CPO) are in a broader sense part of the 
variable configuration. It is clear that CPO charac-
teristics can be influenced via personnel manage-
ment in many cases, for example, by hiring or firing 
employees or by training purchasing agents to de-
velop certain qualifications. In this context, studies 
of Johnson, Leenders, and Fearon (1998a,b, 2006) 
and Johnson and Leenders (2006) examined CPO 
title, education, and responsibilities across a variety 
of organizations and concluded that the characteris-
tics of the CPO reflect the importance that purchas-
ing enjoys in the respective companies. A compara-
tive analysis of different studies indicated that CPOs 
became better educated over the years and that 
simultaneously more responsibilities were trans-
ferred to the purchasing function (Johnson, 
Leenders, and Fearon 1998a, 2006; Johnson and 
Leenders 2006; Pooley and Dunn 1994). Further, it 
has been shown by Garrido-Samaniego and Gutiér-
rez-Cillán (2004) that the experience of an individ-
ual involved in the purchase decision is positively 
related to his or her participation in the decision 
process. Obviously, an increase in the education or 
experience of a purchasing agent reduces the need 
to involve other individuals in the purchasing pro-
cess. Another aspect that has been analyzed in this 
context is the centrality of the purchasing manager, 
which measures the influence of the purchasing 
manager on the buying decision. This variable has 
thus far only been analyzed by Johnston and Bono-
ma (1981a), who were unable to illustrate its impact 
on the buying decision or its antecedents. 
The variable involvement may be subdivided into 
the variables lateral involvement and vertical in-
volvement and also includes the size or extensivity 
of the buying center. Lateral involvement measures 
the number of separate departments, divisions or 
functional areas participating in the purchase deci-
sion, while vertical involvement measures the 
number of hierarchical levels involved (Johnston 
and Bonoma 1981a). As the number of departments 
involved in the purchasing process increases, more 
information becomes available, which helps to re-
duce uncertainty. Thus, it may be assumed that the 
degree of lateral involvement in purchasing in-
creases as the purchase decision becomes more 
uncertain and risky (Dawes, Dowling, and Patterson 
1992). Mattson (1988) further pointed out that an 
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increase in the degree of lateral involvement ele-
vates the number of individuals exerting influence 
on the purchase decision, which typically reduces 
the influence of the purchasing department on the 
purchase. In contrast, if individuals on high hierar-
chical positions act as decision-makers in the pur-
chasing process, information and resources re-
quired for the purchase become readily available 
(Grønhaug 1975, 1976). Consequently, high levels of 
vertical involvement can often be found in organi-
zations facing complex or uncertain purchase deci-
sions (Johnston and Bonoma 1981a; Mattson 1988; 
Dawes, Dowling, and Patterson 1992). Laing, Cot-
ton, Joshi, Marnoch, McKee, and Reid (1998) 
showed that the buying decisions of hospitals is 
characterized by a high degree of involvement for 
medical personnel, while Schiele (2005) showed 
that purchasing managers in public institutions are 
typically involved in the purchasing process of ser-
vices in its middle and later stages, i.e. especially in 
formulating tender documents and in supervising 
and controlling the purchasing process. 
The size or extensivity of the buying center 
measures the number of people involved in the pur-
chasing process and does not refer to the affiliation 
of the individuals (Appendix H for a list of works 
that study size as a structural variable). Empirical 
studies indicate that an increase in the size of the 
buying center leads to higher decision quality in the 
purchasing process (Johnston and Bonoma 1981a), 
wherefore increasing the size of the buying center 
has often been used as a measure to reduce uncer-
tainty or the level of perceived risk in purchasing. 
Although several studies indicated that the influence 
of an individual on the purchase decision may de-
crease with higher levels of extensivity, McCabe 
(1987) pointed out that an increase in the size of the 
buying center does not necessarily lead to a diffu-
sion of authority, since decision authority may still 
be exercised by a small group of individuals. 
Finally, also the number of communication chan-
nels in the buying center may be interpreted as an 
indicator of involvement. The more communication 
channels there are in the buying center, the easier it 
is for its members to influence the buying decision. 
Johnston and Bonoma (1981a) analyzed the number 
of communication channels in the buying center 
and showed that it is high especially in centralized 
and little formalized environments. 
One of the most frequently used structural variables, 
formalization, describes the degree to which an 
organization relies on rules and procedures to direct 
the behavior of its members (Hickson 1966; Hall, 
Haas, and Johnson 1967; Pugh, Hickson, Hinings, 
and Turner 1968; Price 1972: 107-117; Germain and 
Dröge 1998; Robbins 1990: 93-97). In a highly for-
malized organization, the job incumbent has a min-
imum amount of discretion about how the different 
tasks can be completed. Formalization can be 
achieved by defining roles and authority relations or 
by establishing rules that regulate decision process-
es, the communication of employees, or the pro-
cessing of information in the organization (Hall, 
Haas, and Johnson 1967). Organizations formalize 
the behavior of their members to reduce its variabil-
ity and to predict and control it (Robbins 1990: 93-
94), although very high levels of formalization may 
reduce the motivation of the organization’s employ-
ees (Hartmann, Trautmann, and Jahns 2008). 
Formalization has frequently been used as a meas-
ure to counter uncertainty or to moderate the char-
acteristics of the purchase situation (Appendix H for 
a list of works that study formalization as a struc-
tural variable). Besides reducing the variability of 
employee behavior, formalization contributes to the 
standardization of work by establishing rules and 
regulations that ensure that tasks are fulfilled alike 
by all members of the organization (Hall, Haas, and 
Johnson 1967; Robbins 1990: 93-130). 
The structural variable that has most often been 
used in purchasing research is the degree of (de-) 
centralization of the PO. A closer look at the litera-
ture reveals that two different definitions are fre-
quently used to measure the degree of (de-
)centralization. The first definition refers to the 
concentration of decision-making authority and 
measures the extent to which authority is aggregat-
ed in a single organizational unit (Pugh, Hickson, 
Hinings, Macdonald, Turner, and Lupton 1963; 
Price 1972: 43-57; Germain and Dröge 1998; McCue 
and Pitzer 2000). The position of the organizational 
unit(s) in the overall hierarchy of the organization is 
irrelevant in this context, wherefore highly central-
ized units may also be found on low hierarchical 
levels. The second definition refers to the position of 
decision-making authority within the hierarchy of 
the organization, wherefore only those organiza-
tions are considered to be centralized which concen-
trate authority on high hierarchical levels (Hickson, 
Pugh, and Pheysey 1969; Jennergren 1981; Robbins 
1990: 104-113; Gianakis and Wang 2000; Quintens, 
Pauwels, and Matthyssens 2006b). The degree of 
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(de-)centralization of purchasing has been studied 
in a variety of works, which can broadly be catego-
rized into three research streams (Appendix H for a 
list of works that study (de-)centralization as a 
structural variable). First, authors have developed 
concepts for a centralized, decentralized, or hybrid 
PO and described criteria for the implementation of 
the different concepts and their impact on the effi-
ciency of the purchasing process (Corey 1978; 
Cavinato 1992; Arnold 1999). Obviously, organiza-
tions have to weigh the greater flexibility and better 
service to (internal) customers of decentralized 
structures against the scale effects of centralized 
purchasing departments. Second, researchers have 
studied determinants of (de-)centralization and 
analyzed which factors, internal or external to the 
organization, determine whether a centralized or 
decentralized purchasing organization should be 
used. Contextual factors of the PO are discussed 
below. Third, authors have studied the use of cen-
tralized, decentralized, and hybrid POs in different 
industries and tried to interpret changes in the or-
ganizational structure of purchasing. The study 
results indicate that hybrid POs are most commonly 
used in many industries and that a shift towards a 
higher use of hybrid POs has occurred over time. 
Highly centralized POs seem to be more prevalent 
than highly decentralized structures, especially in 
the public sector (Fearon and Ayres 1967; Fearon 
1988; Giunipero and Monczka 1990, 1997; Johnson, 
Leenders, and Fearon 1998b, 2006; Johnson, 
Leenders, and McCue 2003; Johnson and Leenders 
2001, 2004, 2006). 
Finally, several authors have proposed syntheses of 
the structural variables introduced above and ana-
lyzed them in the context of purchasing. Laios and 
Xideas (1994a,b) Kotteaku, Laios, and Moschuris 
(1995) and Xideas and Moschuris (1998), for exam-
ple, defined depth of analysis as the sophistication 
of purchasing records and the extent to which tech-
nical and financial analytical tools are used in the 
purchasing process. Further, articulation was de-
fined as the degree to which purchasing activities 
are conducted by specialized departments, commit-
tees and skilled personnel, and the degree to which 
discrete purchasing tasks are performed in a routine 
manner. A high degree of depth of analysis leads to 
a well-documented and transparent purchasing 
process and makes relevant information available, 
which helps to reduce uncertainty. Articulation, in 
turn, includes elements of specialization, lateral 
and vertical involvement and formalization and 
consequently helps to structure the purchasing pro-
cess and reduce its variability. Quintens, Pauwels, 
and Matthyssens (2006b) finally combined the two 
structural dimensions (de-)centralization and 
standardization by introducing the construct global 
purchasing strategy, which is based on these two 
variables. 
3.2 Determinants of the purchasing 
organization  
Besides describing the structural design of organiza-
tions, an important task of organization theory is to 
identify contextual variables and to explain their 
impact on the structure of organizations. In this 
context, contingency theory assumes that the struc-
ture of an organization is shaped by factors internal 
and external to the organization, and that creating a 
fit between the structure and the environment leads 
to efficiency (Lawrence and Lorsch 1967; Ford and 
Slocum 1977). 
In the last decades, a variety of different contextual 
variables has been analyzed in the context of organi-
zation theory, such as origin and history, ownership 
and control, size, technology, location, and re-
sources (e.g., Pugh, Hickson, Hinings, Macdonald, 
Turner, and Lupton 1963; Hickson, Pugh, and 
Pheysey 1969; Inkson, Pugh, and Hickson 1970; 
Child and Mansfield 1972). Purchasing research has 
adopted many of the concepts used in organization 
theory and identified causal relationships between 
factors internal and external to the organization and 
the structure of purchasing. Figure 4 illustrates the 
contextual variables that have been used to explain 
the structure of POs and shows that the variables 
can broadly be categorized into four groups. 
3.2.1 Organizational characteristics 
The first group contains variables that describe 
characteristics of the purchasing function or the 
organization as a whole. In this context, several 
authors analyzed the impact of organizational 
strategy on the structure of purchasing. Gianakis 
and Wang (2000), for example, showed that a cus-
tomer orientation of the company favors decentrali-
zation in purchasing due to a higher degree of flexi-
bility and shorter lead times. Similarly, Corey (1978) 
suggested that companies who closely cooperate 
with suppliers in product development should im-
plement a decentralized PO to assure that purchas-
ing competence can be kept in close geographic 
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proximity to the supplier. Mattson (1988) further 
noted that the mission of the buyer, as formulated 
by management, is important for the structure of 
purchasing as well. If the primary mission of the 
buyer is cost reduction, the PO may be oriented 
more towards the realization of scale effects than in 
case quick decision making is set as the main objec-
tive. Lewin (2001) finally showed that efforts to 
reduce the head count in purchasing may lead to 
anxiety among purchasing employees, which induc-
es the company to implement a more mechanistic 
structure in purchasing by using higher degrees of 
centralization and lower degrees of involvement. 
Although buyer characteristics can be influenced by 
personnel management, some authors have treated 
employee characteristics as given and assumed that 
the characteristics of the purchasing agent cannot 
be influenced, which could be due to resource con-
straints, for example. In such a case, the PO has to 
be adapted to the capabilities of the buyer. Crow and 
Lindquist (1985) and Garrido-Samaniego and 
Gutiérrez-Cillán (2004) studied the impact of buyer 
characteristics on the structure of the buying center 
and showed that the education and knowledge of an 
individual participating in the purchasing process is 
negatively correlated to the size of the buying center 
(also Laing, Cotton, Joshi, Marnoch, McKee, and 
Reid 1998). They explain this by suggesting that a 
knowledgeable buyer will accept or need less exter-
nal influence in making a purchase decision than a 
less knowledgeable individual. Dawes, Dowling, and 
Patterson (1992) hypothesized the same relation-
ship, but were unable to confirm it empirically. 
Johnson, Leenders, and Fearon (1998b) further 
showed that organizations with the CPO represent-
ed on high hierarchical levels in the organization use 
more sophisticated purchasing techniques than 
organizations with the CPO on lower hierarchical 
levels, which may be traced back to the resources 
that can be made available for the purchasing func-
tion in the respective companies. A second contex-
tual variable in this group is the size of the buying 
organization. While the size of the buying center 
has frequently been treated as a structural variable, 
the size of the buying organization, of which the 
buying center is a part, has been considered as a 
contextual factor. Obviously, researchers agree that 
the size of the buying organization is fixed, at least 
in the short term, wherefore it has to be taken as a
Figure 4: Use of contextual variables in research on purchasing organization 
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constant to which purchasing needs to adapt. In 
contrast, the size of the buying center may be influ-
enced in the short term by assigning authority to 
additional employees or by withdrawing it, where-
fore buying center size may be treated as a real deci-
sion variable. As to the size of the buying organiza-
tion, large organizations are likely to have more 
available resources and provide a wider array of 
products and businesses than small organizations 
(Lynn 1987; Trent 2004), which may influence the 
PO. Further, it has been shown that organizational 
size increases departmentalization (Blau 1970), 
which may result in a higher degree of specializa-
tion. Therefore, some authors have analyzed the 
relationship between the size of the buying organi-
zation and the structure of the purchasing function 
and found that an increasing size of the organization 
leads to more individuals being involved in the pur-
chasing process and consequently a larger buying 
center (Grønhaug 1975; Crow and Lindquist 1985; 
Lynn 1987; Dawes, Dowling, and Patterson 1992; 
Wood 2005), while other authors have not found a 
significant relationship (Johnston and Bonoma 
1981a). Trent (2004) further studied whether the 
size of the buying organization influences the use of 
organizational design features and found that large 
organizations tend to have a more complex struc-
ture in purchasing than small organizations, which 
he traces back to the availability of resources and 
the regional scope of the companies as well (also 
Grønhaug 1976). 
The last organizational characteristic in this group is 
the structure of the organization as a whole, which 
has been hypothesized to influence the organization 
of purchasing as well. Reasons for this relationship 
may be found in corporate policies and regulations 
which are reflected in the policies and regulations of 
the departments of the organization. Crow and 
Lindquist (1985) showed that an increasing size of 
the organization leads to an increase in the size of 
the buying center, while Dawes, Dowling, and Pat-
terson (1992) were unable to confirm this effect 
empirically. Johnston and Bonoma (1981a) Dawes, 
Dowling, and Patterson (1992) Stanley (1993) 
Gianakis and Wang (2000) and Wood (2005) fur-
ther showed that the degree of centralization, spe-
cialization, and formalization of the organization 
influences the degree of centralization and formali-
zation of the purchasing function, respectively. 
Germain and Dröge (1997, 1998) found that a just-
in-time orientation of the organization leads to for-
mal process descriptions in purchasing, while 
Gianakis and Wang (2000) showed that the use of 
performance measurement system fosters decen-
tralization. Obviously, if employees are evaluated by 
quantitative performance measures and are held 
responsible for their performance, they are more 
likely to be granted greater decision authority (Lynn 
1987 for similar results). 
3.2.2 Product characteristics 
The second group of variables contains characteris-
tics of the products and services purchased by the 
organization. In this context, authors have hypothe-
sized that an increasing purchasing volume leads to 
a higher savings potential and a higher importance 
of the purchase for the company (Grønhaug 1975; 
Corey 1978), which may impact the organization of 
purchasing. Grønhaug (1975) and Lynn (1987), for 
example, showed that the purchasing volume in-
creases the size of the buying center, while Crow and 
Lindquist (1985) were unable to confirm this rela-
tionship. Corey (1978) hypothesized that a high 
purchasing volume results in a high degree of cen-
tralization due to an increased savings potential. 
Mattson (1988), in turn, found that a higher pur-
chasing volume leads to more top-management 
involvement, which may again be a result of the 
importance of the respective purchases to the com-
pany. Obviously, with an increasing purchasing 
volume, organizations are more and more con-
cerned about ensuring a proper use of funds, which 
leads to a more frequent use of control structures, 
such as top-management involvement or centraliza-
tion. 
A second product characteristic that has been stud-
ied as a contextual variable is purchase complexity, 
which is often defined as the technical complexity of 
the product and/or the complexity of the buying 
decision or task under consideration (McCabe 1987; 
Lewin and Donthu 2005). Complexity is assumed to 
induce uncertainty at the decision makers and to 
increase the need for using external sources of in-
formation (McQuiston 1989). Several researchers 
suggested that an increasing purchase complexity 
necessitates involving more individuals in the pur-
chasing process to benefit from their expertise, 
which increases the size of the buying center. While 
Johnston and Bonoma (1981a) and Garrido-
Samaniego and Gutiérrez-Cillán (2004) found em-
pirical support for this hypothesis, McQuiston 
(1989) and Dawes, Dowling, and Patterson (1992) 
BuR - Business Research 
Official Open Access Journal of VHB 




found no significant relationship between the two 
variables. Further empirical support for the rela-
tionship between purchase complexity and the 
structure of the purchasing function was found by 
McCabe (1987), who showed that an increasing 
degree of complexity leads to a higher degree of 
centralization, which may be interpreted as an effort 
to ensure long-term availability of resources and to 
increase the role of technical specialists and man-
agement in the purchase decision. Kotteaku, Laios, 
and Moschuris (1995) found further support for this 
relationship and showed that the degree of influence 
depends on the phase of the buying process as well. 
Lau, Goh, and Phua (1999), in contrast, could not 
confirm a significant relationship between purchase 
complexity and the degree of structural complexity, 
formalization, and centralization of purchasing. 
A third product characteristic that has frequently 
been studied in prior research is the product type 
purchased by the organization. Many authors have 
classified products into different groups according 
to their function in the production process and pre-
sumed that the properties of the products influence 
the structure of purchasing. Grønhaug (1975) John-
ston and Bonoma (1981a) and Mattson (1988), for 
example, categorized products by their influence on 
the organization’s end product and showed that a 
high influence on the final product usually leads to a 
large buying center and a high level of top-
management involvement in the purchase decision. 
This might be the result of efforts to avoid break-
downs in supply, and further technical characteris-
tics of the products in question might necessitate 
involving technical specialists in the purchasing 
process which increases the size of the buying cen-
ter. Other researchers further studied the impact of 
product type on the degree of centralization, for-
malization, and specialization. While Laios and 
Xideas (1994b) and Xideas and Moschuris (1998) 
came to the conclusion that highly important goods 
are associated with a high degree of the respective 
variables, Trautmann, Turkulainen, Hartmann, and 
Bals (2009) hypothesized a contrary relationship. 
Trautmann, Bals, and Hartmann (2009) further 
provided a portfolio model which defines product 
groups according to their strategic importance and 
their synergy potential and proposed that this mod-
el may be used in structuring POs as well. Finally, 
Naumann and Kim (1986) studied the impact of the 
technology used in manufacturing a product and 
showed that non-routine technology in the produc-
tion process of a product is associated with a decen-
tralized and little formalized purchasing function. 
The authors argued that non-routine technology 
requires quick decision-making, which in turn is 
only possible if decisions are made on low hierar-
chical levels, and rules and policies that are flexible 
enough to be adapted to changing conditions of a 
dynamic production environment. 
3.2.3 Purchase situation 
A third group of contextual variables which has 
been used in empirical studies refers to the charac-
teristics of the purchase situation. In this context, 
researchers hypothesized that in case the employees 
involved in the purchase experience high time pres-
sure, the structure of the purchasing function may 
be designed to enable quick decision making. Lau, 
Goh, and Phua (1999), for example, showed that an 
increase in time pressure reduces formalization of 
the PO and simultaneously increases its level of 
complexity and centralization. The authors argued 
that in order to speed up purchase decisions, spe-
cialized departments on relatively high hierarchical 
levels are necessary which have the information 
needed for completing the purchase readily availa-
ble, and that formal regulations may be abolished to 
reduce the time spent on adhering to formal proce-
dures. Garrido-Samaniego and Gutiérrez-Cillán 
(2004) further showed that time pressure is nega-
tively related to the size of the buying center. This 
effect can be explained by the fact that a reduction 
in the number of employees participating in the 
purchase decision reduces the time required to 
complete the purchase. Dawes, Dowling, and Pat-
terson (1992) hypothesized the same relationship, 
but were unable to confirm it empirically. 
A second characteristic of the purchase decision is 
the risk involved in the purchase decision as per-
ceived by the members of the organization. Garrido-
Samaniego and Gutiérrez-Cillán (2004) found that 
an increase in the perceived risk leads to a larger 
buying center, which may be interpreted as an effort 
to gain access to additional sources of information 
and to reduce the risk associated with the purchase 
decision. Dawes, Dowling, and Patterson (1992) 
hypothesized the same relationship, but were una-
ble to confirm it empirically. Juha and Pentti 
(2008), in turn, studied the impact of the level of 
perceived risk on several structural variables of 
purchasing and found that a high level of perceived 
risk is associated with a high degree of centraliza-
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tion and a low degree of formalization and speciali-
zation. This may be an effort to increase the flexibil-
ity of the organization and to make generalist 
knowledge available, which is more important in a 
risky situation than specialist skills. 
Another property of the purchase situation that may 
be related to the structure of the purchasing func-
tion is the importance of the purchase to the organi-
zation. Purchase importance may be defined as the 
impact of the purchase on different functional areas 
or individuals in the organization, on other pur-
chases, or on the profitability and productivity of the 
company (Dawes, Dowling, and Patterson 1992). 
Several authors studied the relationship between 
purchase importance and buying center size and 
showed that the importance of a purchase is posi-
tively related to the size of the buying center (John-
ston and Bonoma 1981a; McQuiston 1989; Dawes, 
Dowling, and Patterson 1992; Garrido-Samaniego 
and Gutiérrez-Cillán 2004). The authors argued 
that in case a purchase is considered important by 
the organization, more technical personnel and 
specialists are involved in the process, which in-
creases the size of the buying center. Johnston and 
Bonoma (1981a) and Lau, Goh, and Phua (1999) 
further showed that an increase in purchase im-
portance leads to an increase in complexity, formal-
ization, and centralization, which they identified as 
measures to assure that the objectives of the com-
pany are achieved and the information required for 
the purchase is readily available. 
A fourth contextual variable in this group is the 
buyphase, which defines the decision process from 
problem recognition through intermediate steps, 
such as search for a supplier and contract award, to 
the post-purchase stage (Mattson 1988). As sug-
gested by Juha and Pentti (2008), perceived risk 
and uncertainty increase in the course of the pur-
chasing process, wherefore it is likely that the struc-
ture of the buying center is different for various 
stages of the purchasing process. Lynn (1987) and 
McWilliams, Naumann, and Scott (1992), for exam-
ple, found in an empirical study that more individu-
als are involved in earlier stages of the buying pro-
cess, while Johnston and Bonoma (1981b) were 
unable to identify systematic differences in buying 
center size along the stages of the purchasing pro-
cess. Laios and Xideas (1994a,b) and Juha and 
Pentti (2008) further studied the characteristics of 
several structural variables along the stages of the 
buying process. While Laios and Xideas (1994a,b) 
found centralization to be lower at the end of the 
purchasing process and specialization and formali-
zation to be lower at the beginning, Juha and Pentti 
(2008) drew opposite conclusions. The differences 
in the results reflect the perceptions of the ‘contin-
gency view’ and the ‘constriction of authority view’ 
of organization theory, which propagate different 
ways for managing uncertainty through organiza-
tional design (McCabe 1987). 
A last characteristic of the purchase situation that 
was studied in prior research is the degree of novelty 
of the purchase. Several authors adopted the 
buyclass framework of Robinson, Faris, and Wind 
(1967), which hypothesizes that in a repeated pur-
chase, the buying problem will be more versed and 
structured and easier to handle as compared to a 
new buying situation which results in a situation of 
unfamiliarity and insecurity. Grønhaug (1975) Crow 
and Lindquist (1985) McQuiston (1989) 
McWilliams, Naumann, and Scott (1992) and Gar-
rido-Samaniego and Gutiérrez-Cillán (2004) found 
that the size of the buying center is larger in new buy 
situations than in repeated purchases, which could 
be an effort to make additional information and 
experiences available and to reduce uncertainty 
connected with the purchase. Johnston and Bono-
ma (1981a) Lynn (1987) and Dawes, Dowling, and 
Patterson (1992) hypothesized the same relation-
ship, but were unable to confirm it empirically. Lau, 
Goh, and Phua (1999) and Juha and Pentti (2008) 
finally studied the relationship between the novelty 
of a purchase and several structural variables of 
purchasing. While both works identified a positive 
relationship between both the degree of novelty and 
complexity and the degree of centralization of the 
buying center, Lau, Goh, and Phua (1999) found a 
negative correlation between novelty and formaliza-
tion. Juha and Pentti (200), in turn, identified a 
positive correlation between these variables. The 
variation in the structural variables may again be 
interpreted as an effort of the organization to solicit 
relevant experiences and knowledge and to reduce 
uncertainty associated with the purchase. 
3.2.4 Company-external (environmental) factors 
Figure 4 indicates that three variables have been 
used in prior research to describe the environment 
the buying company operates in. First, Quintens, 
Matthyssens, and Faes (2005) studied the impact of 
a company’s country of origin on the structure of 
purchasing by comparing companies from Belgium 
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and the US in a case study. He noted that US com-
panies have a stronger tendency towards individual-
ism and are more sensitive towards price than Bel-
gian companies, which tend to rely on power struc-
tures and focus on quality and availability. He hy-
pothesized that the country of origin influences the 
organization of purchasing, but found that POs in 
both countries did not differ significantly. 
Second, several authors analyzed the impact of the 
industry structure on the structure of purchasing. 
In this context, several authors analyzed similarities 
and differences between the PO in public-sector and 
private organizations and found that public institu-
tions tend to have larger buying centers and use a 
higher degree of specialization and complexity in 
organizing their purchasing function (Crow and 
Lindquist 1985; Laios and Xideas 1994a). Further, 
public institutions tend to use a higher degree of 
formalization and involvement of supervising bod-
ies (Laios and Xideas 1994b). The difference might 
be caused by legal regulations, which require that 
public funds have to be spent transparently and 
which necessitate a formal and complex public pur-
chasing process. Johnson, Leenders and Fearon 
(1998a) and Johnson, Klassen, Leenders, and 
Fearon (2002) studied the structure of purchasing 
in service and manufacturing industries and found 
that service firms are more often centralized than 
manufacturing companies and that purchasing 
teams that involve customers prevail in the service 
industry. In contrast, manufacturing companies 
have a stronger tendency to (partially) decentralize 
their purchasing activities and use purchasing teams 
solely made up of members of the organization. The 
authors explained this difference with the im-
portance purchasing enjoys in the respective indus-
tries, since purchasing accounts for a higher per-
centage of sales in manufacturing than in service 
industries, and with a stronger need to involve cus-
tomers in the purchase decision in service organiza-
tions. These results contrast those of Grønhaug 
(1976), who discovered no differences in the compo-
sition of the buying center in product-dependent 
and product-independent organizations. Juha and 
Pentti (2008) finally studied differences in the pur-
chasing structure of high-tech companies and com-
panies not operating in a high-technology environ-
ment and found that high-tech companies tend to 
be less formalized and specialized than less technol-
ogy-oriented organizations, which they ascribed to a 
higher need for flexibility in the high-tech sector. 
Finally, several authors analyzed the relationship 
between environmental uncertainty and a number 
of structural variables. As uncertainty increases, 
organizations may decide to implement a more 
flexible and less bureaucratic structure to facilitate a 
free flow of information (Spekman and Stern 1979). 
The results of the studies are ambiguous: while 
some studies found a negative relationship between 
the degree of environmental uncertainty and the 
level of formalization of purchasing (Spekman and 
Stern 1979; Klebba and Dwyer 1981; Thomas and 
Grashof 1982; Lau, Goh, and Phua 1999), conflicting 
relationships have been reported between environ-
mental uncertainty and other structural variables, 
such as centralization, specialization, complexity, or 
the size of the buying center (Appendix H). McCabe 
(1987) argued that these differences may be due to 
the operationalization of the constructs used, 
wherefore he suggests differentiating between per-
ceived and objective uncertainty. In an empirical 
study, he identified a positive relationship between 
perceived uncertainty and centralization and a 
negative relationship between perceived uncertainty 
and buying center size, but was unable to find a 
correlation between uncertainty and formalization. 
3.3 Purchasing structure as a contextual 
variable 
Besides studying determinants of POs, several au-
thors have dealt with the organizational types of 
purchasing (discussed in the next section) or certain 
structural variables as a contextual variable and 
analyzed their impact on several characteristics of 
the company (Appendix H for a list of works that 
study purchasing structure as a structural variable). 
The relationship was analyzed by Johnson, 
Leenders, and Fearon (1998b) and Johnson, Klas-
sen, Leenders, and Fearon (2002), who studied the 
degree of centralization as a determinant of the use 
of different purchasing techniques and the strategic 
impact of purchasing on the company. Their results 
indicate that centralized purchasing departments 
exert a higher influence on major corporate activi-
ties than decentralized departments and conse-
quently enjoy a higher strategic role. Further, they 
showed that more sophisticated purchasing tech-
niques were used in centralized departments, which 
may be the result of greater financial and personnel 
resources which are commonly available in central-
ized departments. A second relationship studied in 
prior works is the impact of different structural 
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designs of the PO on the performance of the com-
pany, which will be discussed below. For studies 
that analyzed the relationship between the structure 
of the purchasing function and the size of the pur-
chasing task group, the reader is referred to Nau-
mann and Kim (1986), and for an analysis of struc-
ture’s influence on the buying center to Webster and 
Wind (1972). 
3.4 Organizational types of purchasing 
organizations in private institutions 
Besides discussing determinants and structural 
characteristics of the purchasing function, authors 
have developed conceptual models of alternative 
institutional types of POs and studied their use in 
practice. According to Mintzberg (1980, 1981, 1991), 
institutional types are natural clusters or configura-
tions of design parameters in line with their contin-
gency factors. Ketchen, Thomas, and Snow (1993) 
described institutional types as clusters of attributes 
of organizational strategies, structural variables, and 
processes. Figure 5 gives an overview of the different 
types analyzed in prior research on POs in private 
institutions and shows that the concepts can be 
categorized into four groups. A fifth set of articles 
provides typologies of POs in the private sector. The 
following section presents the characteristics of the 
established institutional types and briefly discusses 
their importance for purchasing research. 
3.4.1  Sourcing teams  
Purchasing teams have enjoyed an increasing popu-
larity among both practitioners and researchers in 
recent years (Pearson 1999; Ellram and Pearson 
1993). Teams, in this context, can involve members 
of the organization, suppliers or customers, and aim 
at making knowledge for the purchase available and 
on integrating purchasing into other functional 
areas of the organization, in particular new product 
development (Johnson and Leenders 2006). Sourc-
ing teams have been differentiated into purchasing 
councils, supplier councils, commodity teams, con-
sortium buying, cross-functional teams and teams 
involving suppliers, customers, or both suppliers 
and customers. Prior research can roughly be divid-
ed into two research streams. 
The first stream of research studied the degree of 
team usage in purchasing. Thereby, authors at-
tempted to identify factors that influence the use of 
teams in purchasing and found that factors such as 
the novelty and volume of a purchase (Grønhaug 
1975), the structure of the organization as a whole 
and the characteristics of the CPO (Johnson, 
Leenders, and Fearon 1998b) as well as industry 
context and firm size (Johnson, Klassen, Leenders, 
and Fearon 2002) are critical determinants of team 
usage. The results of the studies indicate that teams 
are especially used in case complex purchases ne-
cessitate joint decision making and/or the
Figure 5: Institutional types of purchasing organizations in private institutions 
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areas. Changes in the use of purchasing teams were 
studied by Johnson and Leenders (2006), who re-
ported large decreases in the use of supplier coun-
cils, teams with external customers, and teams with 
suppliers and external customers. Significant in-
creases could be found for consortium buying, 
commodity teams, cross-functional teams and co-
location of purchasing personnel. 
A second stream of research identified success fac-
tors of cross-functional sourcing teams and member 
motivation. Trent and Monczka (1994), for example, 
analyzed factors that impact cross-functional sourc-
ing team performance. The results of their study 
indicate that the most important success factors of 
sourcing teams are the availability of key organiza-
tional resources, participation and involvement of 
selected suppliers, levels of internal and external 
decision-making authority, effective team leader-
ship, and the effort spent on the assignment of 
teams to tasks. Based on this research, Trent (1996) 
studied the relationship between the sourcing team 
leader and team performance and showed that team 
performance depends on the effectiveness of the 
formal team leader. To facilitate team leader selec-
tion, the author developed three assessment scales 
which may be used in evaluating a sourcing team 
leader’s ability to satisfy critical leadership require-
ments. In a follow-up study, Trent (1998) discussed 
the relationship between member effort and sourc-
ing team effectiveness. The author hypothesized 
that especially in case employees are only assigned 
to teams on a part-time basis, promoting motivation 
and commitment is a critical success factor. 
3.4.2 Commodity management 
Commodity management is defined as a centrally 
coordinated institutional type that develops and 
implements company-wide strategies for a given 
product or service category (Englyst, Jorgensen, 
Johansen, and Mikkelsen 2008). Their use in com-
panies that engage in R&D partnerships with sup-
pliers was studied by Nellore and Motwani (1999), 
who reported quality improvements at the supplier, 
higher supplier motivation, an improved knowledge 
base of the commodities concerned as well as sub-
stantial cost savings for companies relying on com-
modity management. Based on a case study, they 
further proposed a concept for the organization and 
management of purchasing projects in outsourced 
product development through commodity manag-
ers. 
Englyst, Jorgensen, Johansen, and Mikkelsen 
(2008) discussed functional and motivational 
mechanisms in commodity management, with the 
intention to identify factors that influence team 
member motivation. The results showed that com-
pensation and reward systems, leadership behavior 
and effectiveness as well as goal setting and career 
goals are major determinants of motivation. Incon-
sistencies between these factors and the objectives 
of the commodity groups were hypothesized to re-
sult in reduced performance. Trautmann, Bals, and 
Hartmann (2009) and Trautmann, Turkulainen, 
Hartmann, and Bals (2009) further addressed driv-
ers of global integration of product categories and 
derived category selection criteria and implementa-
tion guidance for designing the global sourcing or-
ganization. 
3.4.3 International procurement office 
To manage international sourcing activities effi-
ciently, companies started to establish so-called 
‘international procurement offices’ (IPOs) in key 
markets as a strategy to remain globally competitive 
(Goh and Lau 1998; Carduck 2000; Nassimbeni and 
Sartor 2006). With offices in important supply mar-
kets, companies can gather information about sup-
pliers and supply conditions easier and react more 
quickly to changes in the market, which may result 
in better PP. 
Goh and Lau (1998) described the concept of IPOs 
by evaluating their functions and operations in the 
dynamic Asian economies with a special focus on 
the electronics industry in Singapore. The authors 
showed that newly established IPOs often assume 
purely representative functions, while more mature 
IPOs are often responsible for performing purchases 
as well. In most of the cases studied, IPOs were 
staffed with highly qualified, local employees. Based 
on a literature review, Nassimbeni and Sartor 
(2006) proposed guidelines for establishing and 
managing IPOs in China. Further, they developed a 
framework for assigning main functions to the IPOs 
by taking the characteristics of the Chinese norma-
tive, social and political context into consideration. 
3.4.4 Cooperative sourcing (purchasing groups) 
‘Cooperative sourcing’, ‘purchasing consortia’ and 
‘purchasing groups’ are often used synonymously in 
the literature to define the cooperation between two 
or more organizations in purchasing. Organizations 
engaging in cooperative sourcing share and/or bun-
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dle their purchasing volumes, information, and/or 
resources in one or more steps of the purchasing 
process and combine their individual requirements 
to achieve mutually compatible goals and competi-
tive advantages (Schotanus and Telgen 2007). Pur-
chasing groups may be formal or informal arrange-
ments and consist of dependent or independent 
organizations in which cooperative supply processes 
proceed (Schotanus and Telgen 2007). Prior re-
search can be divided into two research streams. 
The first research stream developed theoretical 
frameworks and typologies for cooperative sourcing. 
Essig (2000), for example, examined the state of the 
art in research on consortium purchasing and intro-
duced consortium sourcing as a theoretical supply 
management concept combining symbiotic horizon-
tal relationships and strategic perspectives to gain 
competitive advantage. He classified cooperative 
sourcing as one element of a supply strategy and as 
the antipode to individual sourcing. As a ‘subject 
supply strategy’, it may be combined with other 
effective sourcing strategies such as global, single or 
system sourcing. Performance implications of coop-
erative sourcing will be discussed below. Schotanus 
and Telgen (2007) developed a typology for pur-
chasing groups by discussing specific organizational 
forms for collaborative procurement which differ by 
the degree of influence group members have on the 
activities of the group and the range of activities 
performed by the group. The typology may be used 
for selecting an appropriate organizational design 
for cooperative sourcing. 
A second stream of research identified motives and 
critical success factors for purchasing partnerships. 
Tella and Virolainen (2005) discussed motives for 
industrial companies for participating in purchasing 
cooperations. The results indicate that there are two 
main reasons for cooperative sourcing: cost savings 
and better access to information on supply markets 
and potential suppliers. Cost savings are mainly due 
to fewer transactions and increased negotiation 
power, which results in lower purchase prices. 
3.4.5  Typologies of organizational models in 
private institutions  
Above, we introduced the degree of (de)centraliz-
ation as the most frequently discussed structural 
variable in purchasing research. Building on this 
research stream, Arnold (1999) studied ways to 
determine an optimal degree of purchasing configu-
ration by integrating the effects of internalization 
and centralization on the company and functional 
level. Based on these two dimensions, he identified 
three clusters with idealized types of organizations 
for effective global sourcing: He concluded that the 
central purchasing model is best suited for organi-
zations with generally low international/global 
sourcing activities and a high degree of centraliza-
tion, while the coordination model should be used 
by centralized, internationally active companies. 
The outsourcing model is finally appropriate for 
highly decentralized, internationally oriented com-
panies. 
Hartmann, Trautmann, and Jahns (2008) devel-
oped a classification of POs and differentiated be-
tween global and transnational companies. While 
global companies have headquarters which domi-
nate the purchasing process, transnational compa-
nies rely on integrated purchasing networks. With 
the help of a case study, the authors showed that the 
first group of companies uses a high degree of cen-
tralization to organize their purchasing activities, 
while the PO of the second group is less centralized. 
Further, they showed that both groups use a medi-
um degree of formalization in organizing their pur-
chasing function. An alternative classification was 
proposed by Cavinato (1992), who defined seven 
basic models for purchasing under the assumption 
that procurement is a support function of logistics. 
3.5 Organizational types of purchasing 
organizations in public institutions 
Research on the PO has not only studied privately 
owned companies, but has paid attention to the 
purchasing function of public institutions as well. 
Since the procurement process in the public sector 
is subject to a different legal framework than private 
purchases, and since public institutions typically 
pursue a different set of goals than private compa-
nies (for an overview Telgen, Harland, and Knight 
2007), it is reasonable to assume that differences in 
the PO exist. Laios and Xideas (1994a) and John-
son, Leenders, and McCue (2003), for example, 
compared the PO in public and private institutions 
and showed that the structure of purchasing is more 
complex and formalized in public than in private 
institutions, which may be due to the fact that public 
institutions use public funds and have to ensure 
transparency and accountability. Johnson, 
Leenders, and McCue (2003) further showed that 
public institutions tend to rely on a higher degree of 
centralization in organizing their purchasing activi-
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ties, which may be a result of efforts to reduce varia-
bility in the purchasing process and to ensure that 
employees adhere to formal process descriptions 
and the regulations of public procurement law. Re-
search on the organization of public purchasing can 
be grouped similarly than research on the organiza-
tion of purchasing in the private sector. Figure 5 
gives an overview of the different institutional types 
that have been analyzed in prior research and shows 
that the concepts can be categorized into three 
groups. It becomes apparent that most institutional 
types that have been studied in private organiza-
tions have been studied in the public sector as well, 
with the exception that IPOs have not been dis-
cussed for public institutions. This is obvious as 
public institutions are subject to public procurement 
law, which necessitates that public tendering proce-
dures have to be applied and which permits interna-
tional sourcing activities only to a very limited ex-
tent. 
3.5.1 Sourcing teams 
Johnson, Leenders, and McCue (2003) analyzed the 
use of sourcing teams in public institutions and 
compared their results with studies that focused on 
the private sector. The results indicate that sourcing 
teams are less frequently used in public than in 
private institutions. This may be attributed to the 
fact that public institutions are not active in new 
product development, which is a typical field of 
application for purchasing teams. However, the 
authors found that public institutions tend to use 
teams that involve internal customers, which may 
be due to the requirements of the public purchasing 
process, where purchasing agents have to formulate 
tender documents which contain detailed infor-
mation about product characteristics, while expert 
knowledge is located in the requiring units. This 
necessitates a close cooperation between the pur-
chasing agent and the internal customer. 
3.5.2 Commodity management 
Bacon (1971) studied the PO in academic institu-
tions and developed a role model for the purchasing 
function of universities. He emphasized that univer-
sities predominantly purchase finished products, 
which differentiates them from private companies 
which often purchase raw materials as well. He 
suggested that purchasing should use commodity 
teams for different material groups to facilitate 
meeting the requirements of the university’s de-
partments. In contrast to Bacon (1971), Call (1968) 
concluded that commodity management is unsuita-
ble for academic institutions and that purchasing 
should be organized along departmental lines, such 
that purchasing agents should be assigned to pur-
chase the requirements of particular departments to 
optimize service to the requiring units. It is obvious 
that both alternatives, i.e. an organization using 
commodity management and an organization along 
departmental lines, have their respective advantages 
and disadvantages and that public institutions have 
to weigh the trade-off between cost effectiveness 
and customer service when deciding which organi-
zational form to use. 
3.5.3 Intergovernmental cooperative sourcing 
(public purchasing groups) 
‘Intergovernmental cooperative purchasing’ (IGCP) 
is a special form of cooperative sourcing, where 
public agencies jointly purchase. Nollet and Beau-
lieu (2005) defined a purchasing group as a formal 
or virtual structure that facilitates the consolidation 
of purchases for many organizations. Consolidation 
refers to a procurement practice used to transfer 
activities such as bidding, supplier evaluation or 
contract management to a central entity. IGCP is 
characterized as ‘a strenuous workout in human 
relations and inter-governmental relationships’ 
(Belmonte 1972). Since public institutions are nor-
mally not in direct competition with each other, 
collaborative purchasing initiatives are more com-
mon in public than in private institutions (Johnson, 
Leenders, and McCue 2003) and have consequently 
received increased attention in recent years (e.g., 
Johnson 1999; Essig 2000). Thereby, prior research 
has focused on two main topics. 
First, authors have discussed reasons for establish-
ing IGCPs and developed theoretical frameworks for 
the management of purchasing consortia. Belmonte 
(1972), for example, carried out a case study of con-
sortium purchasing in the US. He briefly described 
the composition of the consortium, functions per-
formed by the consortium and factors affecting the 
success of cooperative sourcing. Johnson (1999) 
examined how and why public purchasing consortia 
are created and found that cost reduction is the 
main reason for public administrations to engage in 
cooperative purchasing. Further, the author pre-
sented a five-phase life-cycle framework to explain 
the evolution of public-sector purchasing consortia. 
Nollet and Beaulieu (2003, 2005) reported the use 
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of purchasing groups in the healthcare sector in the 
US and Canada and suggested that purchasing au-
thority could either be transferred to a separate and 
autonomous entity, or that the contracts to be nego-
tiated could be shared among the members of the 
group. While the first alternative is associated with 
additional costs for hiring the external entity, the 
second alternative leads to a high coordination ef-
fort especially if the group size is large. Bakker, 
Walker, Schotanus, and Harland (2008) developed 
a theoretical framework and evaluated the two basic 
forms of collaborative procurement introduced by 
Nollet and Beaulieu (2003) with regard to their 
impact on organizational costs. With the help of this 
framework, decision makers are able to assess 
which form of collaborative procurement leads to 
the lowest organizational costs for a specific pur-
chase situation. Further data on the prevalence of 
collaborative procurement initiatives in the public 
sector can be found in Hardwick (1969) and Fearon 
and Ayres (1967). 
Second, prior work attempted to identify success 
factors of public cooperative sourcing. Steinhauer 
(1972, 1976), for example, reported ten characteris-
tics of a successful IGCP organization and identified 
a profile of the typical local governmental purchas-
ing officer. Doucette (1997) and Laing and Cotton 
(1997) further studied group purchasing organiza-
tions (GPOs) in the healthcare sector. Their results 
indicate that important success factors of GPOs are 
member commitment and information exchange, 
trust, common objectives and interests, communi-
cation, and conflict management. 
3.5.4 Typologies of organizational models in 
public institutions  
A typology of POs in the public sector was proposed 
by Kamann (2007), who used a stakeholder ap-
proach to define four archetypes of public POs. He 
defined organizations supplying innovative prod-
ucts under user intimacy as teams, while organiza-
tions providing standard services under operational 
excellence were defined as squeezers. Organizations 
that use a medium degree of product innovative-
ness/user intimacy were defined as star + satellites 
and flexibilizers. For all four archetypes, he defined 
organizational characteristics which were aligned to 
the requirements of the respective purchasing situa-
tion. 
Schotanus and Telgen (2007) developed a classifica-
tion of alternative forms of cooperative purchasing 
for public institutions. First, they defined five role 
models of cooperative sourcing and then character-
ized these models with respect to the influence of 
their members on the purchase decision and the 
number of different group activities performed. 
They showed that in case only a few activities need 
to be performed and a high influence on the pur-
chase decision is not necessary, an informal, short-
term purchasing cooperation is best suitable. If, in 
contrast, a high number of group activities need to 
be performed and each participant wants to influ-
ence the purchase decision, a formal purchasing 
group which focuses on the reduction of transaction 
costs is recommended. 
A final typology was proposed by Farrer (1969), who 
studied purchasing at the US Army and developed 
models for two alternative sourcing structures, one 
that focuses on the requirements of the end user 
and one that aligns the structure along technical 
characteristics. A case study conducted by the au-
thor indicated that the first structure might perform 
better in the military procurement function than the 
second. 
3.6 Performance impact of the purchasing 
organization 
The literature on strategic purchasing has shown 
that the supply function can have a significant im-
pact on firm performance (Carr and Smeltzer 1999, 
Carr and Pearson 2002). In addition, Milgrom and 
Roberts (1992: 16-17) Stanley (1993) and March 
and Sutton (1999) hypothesized that the structure of 
a company is a critical determinant of performance 
as well. By combining both ideas, researchers have 
analyzed the impact of purchasing’s organizational 
design on the performance of the firm and the per-
formance of the purchasing agent. With reference to 
the analytical framework developed above, prior 
work can be categorized into works that study the 
impact of a) alternative combinations of structural 
variables, b) the relationship between structural 
variables and contextual variables, and c) different 
institutional types on PP and in part on the perfor-
mance of the entire company. 
In the first category, Stanley (1993) hypothesized a 
relationship between the PO and PP and assumed 
that alternative organizational designs, character-
ized by varying degrees of centralization, formaliza-
tion and complexity, will perform differently under 
changing environmental conditions. PP is concep-
tualized with efficiency, effectiveness and adaptive-
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ness as performance measures. Kolchin (1986) ex-
amined the relationship between the PO and the 
performance of the department store purchasing 
agent. PP of the purchasing agent is measured in 
terms of flexibility of the purchasing agent (indica-
tor for adaptiveness), formalization of the purchas-
ing agent’s position (indicator for effectiveness) and 
instrumental leader behavior of the purchasing 
agent’s supervisor (indicator for efficiency). The 
results of the study indicate that agents who per-
formed best were working in highly structured envi-
ronments, i.e. in a purchasing function character-
ized by a high structure of the individual, the posi-
tion, guidelines specified by the leader, and the task 
itself. Trent (2004) found that a higher-level pro-
curement officer is critical to organizational design 
effectiveness. Based on the methodology adopted by 
Trent (2004), Tirimanne and Ariyawardana (2008) 
studied the impact of twenty-three organizational 
design features on PP. Their results indicate that the 
degree to which sophisticated organizational design 
features for purchasing are used (i.e. the degree to 
which purchasing is structured) is positively corre-
lated with PP. Companies that used appropriate 
design features exceedingly achieved better PP than 
companies that relied on a simple PO. Sanchez-
Rodriguez, Hemsworth, Martinez-Lorente, and 
Clavel (2006) finally studied the impact of stand-
ardization on purchasing and business performance 
and showed that standardizing materials and pur-
chasing processes has a positive impact on PP and 
the company as a whole. Tirimanne and Ariya-
wardana (2008) and Sanchez-Rodriguez, Hems-
worth, Martinez-Lorente, and Clavel (2006) con-
ceptualized PP considering objective performance 
measures identified by Chao, Scheuing, and Ruch 
(1993). Tirimanne and Ariyawardana (2008) used 
all five efficiency-oriented measures ‘on-time deliv-
ery’, ‘accuracy of purchasing’, ‘quality of purchased 
items’, ‘actual material cost vs. total processing cost’ 
and ‘purchasing order cycle time’, while Sanchez-
Rodriguez, Hemsworth, Martinez-Lorente, and 
Clavel (2006) used ‘quality of materials purchased’, 
‘on-time delivery’, and ‘actual versus target materi-
als cost’ as well and ‘inventory performance’ refer-
ring to internal customer satisfaction, in addition. 
In the second category, David, Hwang, Pei, and 
Reneau (2002) examined the contingency effect 
between product competitive strategy adopted at 
corporate level and the organizational design as 
independent and purchasing and firm performance 
as the dependent variable. Their results indicate 
that a significant relationship between the inde-
pendent variables and financial performance indica-
tors of the firm exists. Measures of purchasing oper-
ational efficiency are ‘purchasing amount per dollar 
of purchasing operating expenses’, ‘purchase 
amount per employee’, and ‘inventory turnover’, 
while the financial performance is measured as 
‘return on assets’. The authors concluded that firms 
pursuing a cost strategy should adopt a centralized 
purchasing structure, while firms pursuing a differ-
entiation strategy can improve performance by de-
centralizing the supply function.  
In the third category, Essig (2000) finally investi-
gated the performance effect of consortium pur-
chasing on the consortium’s shareholder value by 
using Rappaport's shareholder value approach and 
the discounted cash flow method (indicator for effi-
ciency). The results of a case study indicate that 
cooperative sourcing helps to lower transaction 
costs in the long run if a symbiotic structure can be 
established. The position of the consortium will be 
improved by establishing interaction structures to 
realize economies of scale in purchasing. In addi-
tion, the author identified a positive correlation 
between the number of interactions and the per-
formance of the consortium. Reck and Long (1983) 
finally studied the impact of a profit and cost center 
structure of purchasing on firm performance and 
developed a four-step process which helps compa-
nies to change the structure of purchasing from a 
profit center to a cost center. 
4 Research limitations and research 
directions 
This paper conducted an extensive review of works 
that studied the organization of purchasing. This 
section identifies research gaps and proposes poten-
tial research topics which may be objects of interest 
for researchers in the future. Figure 6 summarizes 
the findings. 
4.1 Structural characteristics and 
determinants of purchasing 
organizations  
The discussions above illustrated that a large num-
ber of researchers have studied structural variables 
of the purchasing function and determinants of the 
PO. Our literature review showed that prior re-
search has developed concepts that describe the 
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structural design of purchasing in detail, and that 
several contextual factors that impact the PO could 
be identified. However, two research gaps became 
apparent that may be approached in future re-
search: First, several hypothesized contingency 
relationships between contextual variables and the 
structure of the purchasing function led to incon-
sistent results. This aspect was discussed previously 
by Lewin and Donthu (2005), who conducted a 
meta-analysis which studied how certain study de-
sign characteristics influenced the relationship be-
tween the contextual and structural variables. Their 
results indicate that a significant relationship could 
only be found between some of the variables and 
that divergent study design characteristics likely led 
to biases. Future research could concentrate on 
further studying inconsistencies and try to further 
our understanding of which situational factors in-
fluence the PO. Second, we found that prior re-
search has concentrated on a relatively small num-
ber of contextual variables which have been used in 
explaining the structure of the purchasing function. 
We note that the literature on organizational design 
describes a larger variety of contextual variables 
than have thus far been applied in purchasing re-
search. For example, we may assume that the de-
gree of internationalization of a company’s purchas-
ing activities or legal regulations of the supply mar-
ket the company is active in may influence the PO as 
well, that POs may differ from country to country 
due to legal or cultural factors or that the use of IT 
technology impacts the organization of purchasing 
as well. Further, it has been shown in prior research 
that the interaction of purchasing with other func-
tional areas of the company is becoming more and 
more important. However, prior research did not 
analyze how the purchasing function should be 
structured in light of its interaction with other cor-
porate functions. Thus, considering the interfaces 
between purchasing and other functional areas as a 
contextual variable seems to be promising. In gen-
eral, future research could concentrate on identify-
ing additional contingency relationships which 
would further our understanding of which factors 
have to be, and which do not have to be, considered 
in designing a PO. 
4.2  Organizational types of purchasing in 
private institutions 
Above, we showed that a large number of articles 
analyzed alternative institutional structures of pur-
chasing. Our analysis illustrated that prior research 
concentrated on developing specific concepts for the 
structure of purchasing and focused on cooperative 
sourcing activities. However, several types of POs 
that can be found in practice have received limited 
attention in prior research, such as the lead-buyer 
concept or shared service centers. Future research 
could concentrate on analyzing these purchasing 
structures by defining concepts and by studying how 
these organizational forms are used in practice. In 
addition, we identified a need for developing more 
comprehensive typologies of POs to differentiate 
alternative structural designs, reduce ambiguity in 
the use of terminology and facilitate the selection of 
appropriate design alternatives in practical scenari-
os. Further, we note that the change of institutional 
structures in purchasing over time has thus far only 
been analyzed by a few authors (Johnson, Leenders, 
and Fearon 1998a; Johnson and Leenders 2001; 
Johnson and Leenders 2004; Johnson, Leenders, 
and Fearon 2006) and that further research is nec-
essary to explain how and why POs change over 
time. Finally, we identified only a single work (Nel-
lore and Motwani 1999) which addresses the change 
management process and related requirements in 
POs. We suggest that future research could transfer 
the findings from traditional change management 
research to the PO.  
4.3  Organizational types of purchasing in 
public institutions 
Although several authors have focused on analyzing 
the PO in public institutions, prior research has 
fallen short in explaining how the characteristics of 
the public purchasing function impact the structure 
of purchasing. Our analysis showed that especially 
the use of teams and the commodity management 
concept in public institutions has received limited 
attention so far. Thus, we suggest that future work 
could concentrate on analyzing patterns in the use 
of both concepts in public institutions and try to 
identify factors that differentiate teams and com-
modity management in public institutions from POs 
that prevail in private companies. Further, our ana-
lysis showed that prior work has not focused on the 
impact of public procurement law on the structure 
of public purchasing, which seems to be another 
promising area of future research. In addition, as 
noted by Johnson, Leenders, and Fearon (2006), 
future research could study supply organization 
roles and responsibilities in large government buy-
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ing organizations, which has not been done yet. 
Finally, we found that prior research has not differ-
entiated adequately between different types of pub-
lic institutions, and that an analysis of differences in 
the organization of purchasing in public hospitals, 
universities and public companies, for example, 
would be interesting. The work of Glock and Broens 
(in Press), who studied the organization of purchas-
ing at universities, could serve as a starting point for 
such an analysis. 
4.4  Performance impact of the purchasing 
organization 
The impact of supply management on the firm’s 
performance has frequently been discussed in the 
past (Chen, Paulraj, and Lado 2004; Bernardes and 
Zsidisin 2008; Baier, Hartmann, and Moser 2008). 
However, we note that the performance impact of 
the purchasing structure has only infrequently been 
studied thus far. Our analysis identified only eight 
papers dealing with the relationship between the 
structure of purchasing and performance outcomes. 
In total, we identified several research gaps that 
need to be addressed in future research: First, we 
suggest that researchers should address the issues of 
operationalization and measurement of organiza-
tional performance in purchasing. As shown in Fig-
ure 1, efficiency, effectiveness and adaptiveness are 
possible measures of company performance. How-
ever, a better understanding of these terms is need-
ed for measuring consistently and for avoiding 
methodological pitfalls. Further, as was already 
noted by Stanley (1993), adaptiveness has often 
been neglected in research on the performance im-
pact of PO, which needs to be rectified in the future. 
Second, authors could concentrate on studying the 
contingency relationships between supply strategies 
and strategic supply management, on the one hand, 
and different POs and financial performance of the 
firm, on the other (e.g., David, Hwang, Pei, and 
Reneau 2002; Quintens, Pauwels, and Matthyssens 
2006b; Tirimanne and Ariyawardana 2008). Third, 
a focus on the impact of contextual variables on PP 
would shift the debate from ‘good performance vs. 
poor performance’ to one of ‘performance under 
certain conditions.’ Fourth, future research could 
focus on the effect of the PO on the purchasing 
agent’s performance. Under the assumption that 
purchasing agents will perform with different de-
grees of effectiveness under alternative environmen-
tal and organizational design conditions, highlight-
ing the contingencies of purchasing effectiveness 
and the organizational and environmental determi-
nants under which purchasing agents perform most 
efficiently seems to be promising. Finally, we found 
that prior work has neglected the performance im-
pact of POs in the public sector. As explained above, 
public institutions follow a different set of goals than 
private institutions, wherefore we may assume that 
performance measurement concepts which have 
been developed for assessing different organization-
al designs in private purchasing may not be used 
without modification in the study of public institu-
tions. 
4.5  Theoretical research on the 
organization of purchasing 
Our descriptive analysis showed that several au-
thors used established theories to explain the organ-
ization of purchasing. However, since only a small 
fraction of the works published in this area are ade-
quately theory-based, we conclude that future re-
search should concentrate more on using theories 
for explaining the PO. From our analytical frame-
work, we can derive the following research proposi-
tions: 
First, it would be interesting to study how the PO 
impacts motivation and control in purchasing. It 
can be assumed that employees are normally driven 
by self-interest and that motivation and control 
systems are necessary to induce them to act in the 
interest of the company (e.g., Milgrom and Roberts 
1992: 388-421). The PO can influence the motiva-
tion of employees by assigning tasks to members of 
the organization and by influencing the work envi-
ronment, wherefore we may assume that alternative 
structural designs for purchasing lead to different 
degrees of employee motivation. In this context, it 
would be especially interesting to study the PO from 
the perspective of principal agent theory or game 
theory to derive guidelines that help to structure the 
PO in order to reduce hold-up potential in internal 
and external relationships and to motivate the pur-
chasing employees. 
A second aspect that has not received enough atten-
tion is the fact that the internationalization in pur-
chasing may lead to complexity-related problems. It 
is obvious that in case a company decides to run 
branch offices in geographically dispersed regions, 
coordinating the PO becomes increasingly difficult 
(e.g., Glock and Bogaschewsky 2009). In addition, 
the complexity within the PO increases considering 
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the heterogeneity and diversity of contextual factors 
in an international environment. Thus, we recom-
mend analyzing the PO of multinational companies 
from the perspective of complexity theory (Crozier 
and Thoenig 1976) to derive guidelines that help to 
decide on where in the company network purchas-
ing authority should be located and that helps to 
reduce system complexity. 
A third aspect that would be worth investigating is 
the question of whether to outsource purchasing or 
to keep it in-house. In this context, it is interesting 
to study to what extent purchasing may be consid-
ered as strategic (e.g., Ramsay 2001; Mol 2003) and 
how outsourcing of purchasing impacts the compet-
itive position of the company. The resource-based 
view, the relational view and transaction cost theory 
may offer interesting insights on this issue. 
Finally, in light of the performance discussion pre-
sented above, it would be interesting to develop 
theoretical performance measures for POs in addi-
tion. When the PO is seen as a bundle of internal 
organizational resources (Barney 1991), which help 
to achieve competitive advantage, the scales for 
competitive-oriented measurement can be devel-
oped based on the resource dimensions ‘value’, 
‘scarcity, ‘imperfect imitability’, and ‘non-
sustainability’. Interpreting the PO as a hybrid or-
ganizational form (Williamson 1981) that focuses on 
the minimization of transaction costs, the transac-
tion cost dimensions could be used to construct a 
cost-oriented performance measure. 
These are four examples that illustrate how our 
understanding of the structuring of purchasing may 
be enhanced by theory-based research. It is obvious 
that the use of other theories not discussed here, 
e.g., the social exchange theory, behavioral models 
or the self-organization concept, could lead to inter-
esting insights as well. 
5  Limitation of the literature review 
and conclusion 
5.1 Limitations of the analytical framework  
In the analytical framework, only the impact of the 
environment on the PO was considered, while the 
influence of the organization on the environment 
was excluded from the analysis. Further, the organi-
zation of purchasing was interpreted from a hierar-
chical, and not from a process-oriented perspective. 
To address these limitations, the theoretical frame-
work would have to be extended. First, we suggest 
incorporating a reward/measurement component of 
buying behavior based on the ontological frame-
work of Anderson and Chambers (1985) as a further 
organizational dimension. Second, as the analysis of 
organizational structure was conceptualized ignor-
ing the ‘social structure’ of the buying center (Blau 
1970) in addition to the impact of general buyer 
characteristics, future research could focus on the 
behavior of individuals and teams within the buying 
center (e.g., by adapting a conceptual scheme for 
research on leadership effectiveness) or connect 
cognitive-behavioral aspects with the proposed 
framework (Ashour 1982). Third, interesting results 
could be obtained by connecting purchasing strate-
gies with the analytical framework. A lack of coordi-
nation between the PO and supply strategies has 
been identified in prior research. As Nollet, Ponce, 
and Campbell (2005) noted, strategy research in 
supply management has a high potential for further 
development, especially when associated with or-
ganizational research questions. Similarly, this liter-
ature review could identify only three papers dealing 
with the relationship of strategy and structure in 
purchasing, wherefore we suggest future research 
could study how purchasing strategy influences the 
structure of purchasing and vice versa. 
Finally, our analytical framework assumed that 
purchasing is performed in-house and did not take 
the outsourcing decision into consideration. Obvi-
ously, when deciding about how to organize pur-
chasing, the question as to whether or not purchas-
ing should be kept in-house also has to be answered. 
Thus, our analytical framework could be extended 
to consider the outsourcing decision for purchasing 
as well. 
5.2  Limitations of the research 
methodology 
Although the literature review paid attention to 
methodological rigor by applying a replicable and 
transparent selection process for relevant articles, 
the findings of the review may be mitigated by some 
limitations of the literature review method. First, 
the databases used in the search process (i.e. Busi-
ness Source Premier and ABI/Inform Global) might 
not contain all journals that could be relevant for the 
review. Second, our restriction to academic journals 
excluded non-peer-reviewed journals, books and 
non-English publications, among others. Although 
our approach analyzes the most important journals 
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in several management disciplines, it cannot be 
ruled out that relevant work has appeared else-
where. In addition, we did not consider research 
that appeared in other literature streams or research 
fields, such as health case or medicine, and that may 
have implications for the organization of purchasing 
as well. Thus, it is clear that the selection criteria in 
terms of the keywords used and the journals and 
databases considered may have defined the sample 
in ways that other keywords or research procedures 
may not have (Newbert 2007). Thus, to extend the 
scope of this review, scholars could consider em-
ploying alternative selection methods or using al-
ternative search engines, such as Google Scholar 
and Citations, Scopus or EconLit databases. 
5.3  Summary 
Research results discussed in this paper demon-
strate that the PO is important for the competitive 
success of the purchasing department and the firm. 
The PO can have a significant impact on the com-
petitive position and profitability of the company. 
As could be shown in this review, research on the 
organization of purchasing has concentrated on a 
broad variety of different topics and has established 
itself as an important stream in the area of purchas-
ing research. However, many gaps became apparent 
in the existing literature, which need to be closed in 
future research to further our understanding of the 
functioning of POs. This literature review may assist 
researchers in finding interesting topics and pro-
vides anchors and directions for future research. 
Figure 6: Identified topics for future research on purchasing organization 
Research fields Research gaps and suggested areas for future research 
Structural 
characteristics 
& determinants  
1) Analyze inconsistent results between contextual variables and the structure of the purchasing function. 
2) Study further contextual variables in purchasing research. 
3) Discuss the structure of the PO in light of its interaction with other functions. 




1) Analyze the lead-buyer concept and shared service centers in more detail. 
2) Develop more comprehensive typologies of POs to differentiate alternative structural designs. 
3) Study how and why institutional structures in purchasing change over time. 
4) Address the change management process and related requirements. 
Organizational 
types (public) 
1) Explain how the characteristics of the public purchasing function impact the structure of purchasing. 
2) Analyze patterns in the use of teams and the commodity management concept in public institutions. 
3) Focus on the impact of public procurement law on the structure of public purchasing. 
4) Study PO roles and responsibilities in large government buying organizations. 
Performance 
impact 
1) Advance operationalization and measurement of organizational PP with respect to the dimensions of efficiency, 
effectiveness and adaptiveness. 
2) Study the contingency relationships between strategic supply management and strategies and different POs and 
financial performance of the firm. 
3) Focus on the impact of contextual variables on PP. 
4) Focus on the effect of the PO on the purchasing agent’s performance. 
5) Explain the performance impact of POs in the public sector in the context of public-sector goals. 
Theoretical 
research  
1) Study how alternative structural designs of the PO impact motivation and control systems in purchasing. 
2) Derive guidelines for the PO of multinational companies that help to decide where in the company network 
purchasing authority for coordination should be located and that help to reduce system complexity. 
3) Investigate whether to outsource purchasing or to keep it in-house and how outsourcing of purchasing impacts 
the competitive position of the company. 
4) Develop theoretical performance measures for POs. 
Analytical 
framework 
1) Consider the influence of the organization on the environment. 
2) Analyze the organization of purchasing from a process-oriented perspective. 
3) Incorporate a reward/measurement component of buying behavior. 
4) Conceptualize the social structure of the buying center and connect cognitive-behavioral aspects. 
5) Connect purchasing strategies and study how selected strategies influence the PO. 
6) Include the outsourcing decision into the framework. 
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Appendix A: Summary of search results by selection filters and criteria 
 








Search for articles that appeared in one of the 42 pre-selected journals, in the selected databases or in addi-
tional (peer-reviewed) journals that contained papers that were cited in one of the previously selected papers. 
Keyword search 
‘title’ 
Ensure relevance by requiring 
that all articles contain at 
least one keyword/keyword 
combination in their title. 
Groups A+B 177 531 539 
Group C 49 144 112 
Total 226 675 651 
Keyword search 
‘abstract’ 
Ensure relevance by requiring 
that all articles contain at 
least one keyword/keyword 
combination in their abstract. 
Groups A+B 
All 226 papers 
were subjected to a 
manual analysis of 
their abstracts 
and, in case of 
relevance, were 




Group C 1569 426 
Total 15537 15752 
Keyword search 
‘title & abstract’ 
Ensure relevance by requiring 
that all articles contain at 
least one keyword in their 
title and abstract 
Groups A+B 371 365 
Group C 102 63 
Total 473 428 
Content analysis & 
Consolidation 
1) Content analysis of the abstracts by conceptual framework guidelines 
Results from the 42 pre-selected journals and the selected databases were consolidated and duplicate articles 
were eliminated. 
Ensure relevance of content by requiring that abstracts of the selected articles focus organizational issues of 
purchasing. 
2) Content analysis of the entire text by conceptual framework guidelines 
Ensure relevance by reading all remaining articles in their entirety. 
Articles focusing on ‘supply chain management’ or ‘logistics’ organization, ‘behavioral or informal aspects’ of 
purchasing organizations and process-oriented organization were excluded. 
Ensure transparent assessment and classification by subjecting the selected articles to descriptive and thematic 
analysis according to the content categories of the analytical framework. 
Intermediate results   451 52 
Snowball approach 
Ensure relevance by a snowball approach 
based on all previously selected articles. 35
3 
Sample size  85 
1 We identified 45 articles that appeared in one of the 42 pre-selected journals and used at least one of the keywords/keyword combina-
tions in the title. 
2 We identified 5 articles by searching the databases Business Source Premier and ABI/Inform Global. These articles used one of the key-
words/keyword combinations in the title and abstract. 
3 We identified 35 articles by a snowball approach. 29 out of 35 appeared in one of the 42 pre-selected journals and have not used one of 
the keywords/keyword combinations in the title. 6 out of 35 appeared others than the 42 pre- selected (but nevertheless peer-reviewed) 
journals and have not used one of the keywords/keyword combinations in the title. These articles were considered relevant and added to 
the content analysis. 
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Appendix B: Selected and reviewed journals 
 
Journal Number of articles 
Management International Review; Journal of World Business; International Business Review; Journal
of International Business Studies; Journal of Business 
0 
Journal of International Management 1 
Total (6 International Business Journals) 1 
Journal of Marketing Research; Journal of International Marketing 0 
International Journal of Research in Marketing 1 
International Marketing Review 1 
Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science 1 
Journal of Marketing Research 1 
Journal of Strategic Marketing 1 
European Journal of Marketing 2 
Journal of Business and Industrial Marketing 2 
Journal of Business Research 4 
Journal of Marketing 5 
Industrial Marketing Management 9 
Total (12 International Marketing Management Journals) 27 
Supply Chain Management Review; International Journal of Operations and Production Management;
International Journal of Production Research; International Journal of Business Performance Manage-
ment 
0 
International Journal of Production Economics 1 
International Journal of Physical Distribution and Logistics Management 1 
Journal of Operations Management 1 
Omega – The International Journal of Management Science 1 
Supply Chain Management – An international Journal 2 
Journal of Purchasing and Supply Management2 14 
Journal of Supply Chain Management – A Global Review of Purchasing and Supply1 24 
Total (11 Operations and Supply (Chain) Management Journals 44 
California Management Review; Organization Science; Administrative Science Quarterly; Academy of 
Management Journal; Academy of Management Review; Sloan Management Review; Journal of Man-
agement Studies; Journal of Management; Strategic Management Journal; British Journal of Manage-
ment Academy of Management Perspectives3 
0 
Management Science 1 
Harvard Business Review 1 
Total (13 General Management Journals) 2 
Total (published in 42 selected Journals) 74 
Total (published in 8 other Journals4) 11 
Total (all articles published in 50 selected Journals) 85 
1 Before 1999, the Journal of Supply Chain Management (4) was named International Journal of Purchasing and Materials Manage-
ment (6), before 1991 Journal of Purchasing and Materials Management (6) and before 1974 Journal of Purchasing (7). 
2 Before 2003 the Journal of Purchasing and Supply Management (9) was known as the European Journal of Purchasing and Supply 
Management (5). 
3 Academy of Management Perspectives was formerly known as Academy of Management Executive. 
4 International Journal of Logistics: Research and Applications; Journal of Business Logistics; Journal of Public Budgeting, Accounting 
and Financial Management; Journal of Public Procurement; Journal of Management Research; Service Industries Journal; Produc-
tion Planning and Control; International Journal of Procurement Management. 
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International Business Journals          1 
Journal of International Management         1 1 
International Marketing Management 
Journals 
         27 
International Journal of Research in Market-
ing 
     1    1 
International Marketing Review     1     1 
Journal of the Academy of Marketing Sci-
ence 
       1  1 
Journal of Marketing Research   1       1 
Journal of Strategic Marketing      1    1 
European Journal of Marketing      1 1   2 
Journal of Business and Industrial Market-
ing 
       2  2 
Journal of Business Research    1  1 1 1  4 
Journal of Marketing  1 1 1 2     5 
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Appendix D continued: Number of articles on purchasing organization 




















Industrial Marketing Management  1  2 2 1 2  1 9 
Operations and Supply (Chain) Man-
agement Journals 
         44 
International Journal of Production Eco-
nomics 
       1  1 
International Journal of Physical Distribu-
tion and Logistics Management 
    1     1 
Supply Chain Management – An interna-
tional Journal 
       1 1 2 
Journal of Operations Management        1  1 
Omega – The International Journal of Man-
agement Science 
     1    1 
Journal of Purchasing and Supply Manage-
ment 
      5 3 6 14 
Journal of Supply Chain Management 4 3 1 3 3 1 5 2 2 24 
General Management Journals          2 
Management Science        1  1 
Harvard Business Review   1       1 
8 other Journals      2 4 2 3 11 
Total (all articles) 4 5 4 7 9 9 18 15 15 85 
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Appendix F: Methodical approaches by number of articles and year 
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Appendix H: Classification and taxonomy matrix (methodology vs. topic) 
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Appendix H continued: Classification and taxonomy matrix  
(methodology vs. topic) 
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Appendix H continued: Classification and taxonomy matrix  
(methodology vs. topic) 
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Appendix H continued: Classification and taxonomy matrix  
(methodology vs. topic) 
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Total 54 9 22 39 56 33 8 
Xc: Hybrid papers with conceptual components assigned to the survey or the case study category. 
Contextual factors 
Oc: Organization characteristics 
(19) 
Pc: Product characteristics (18) 
Ps: Purchase situation (13) 
Ef: Environmental factors (14) 
PSCV: Purchasing structure as a 
contextual variable (4) 
1 Meta-Analysis on contextual 
variables 
Structural variables 
Ce: (De-)Centralization (35) 
Fo: Formalization (20) 
In: Involvement (4) 
InS: Size of buying center as Involve-
ment (14) 
Co: Configuration (13) 
Sp: Specialization (5) 
St: Standardization (4) 
Csv: Combined structural variables 
(5) 
Institutional types 
TYP: Typology (6) 
IPO: International Procurement Office 
(2) 
ST: Sourcing teams (7) 
CM: Commodity management (6) 
CS: Cooperative sourcing (3) 
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X X  X X    
The four theoretical perspectives (TCT, RBV, CT, PAT) are used 
to assess the suitability of alternative organizational forms of 
collaborative procurement. A theoretical framework is presented 
which helps selecting an appropriate organizational form. ‘Virtual 
networks’ and ’Third-party organizations’ as a form of collabora-
tive procurement as well as ‘Variants of the main forms’ are dis-





X        
CT is used to explore the contingency relationships among the 
following variables after controlling for environmental effects: (1) 
characteristics of product competitive strategies (cost leadership 
vs. differentiation), (2) characteristics of PO practices (degree of 
decentralization and span of coordination), (3) operational effi-





X       X 
Considering ICT and CT, explanations for the application of dif-
ferent control mechanisms in the global sourcing context are 




X  X      
A macro-level analysis of CT and OST is applied that considers 
the interaction between the various systems and subsystems of 
purchasing, while a micro level analysis investigates the organiza-
tional (buying) behavior. The relationships between a macro 
contingency factor (technology) and two dimensions of organiza-





   X     
The theoretical construct ‘Global Purchasing strategy’ is concep-
tualized in the RBV. GPS encompasses the organizational dimen-
sions ‘configuration of the global purchasing process’, ‘standardi-
zation of the global purchasing process’, ‘standardization of prod-




X  X      
CT and OST are used to develop a contingency framework to 
further our understanding of the environment-structure-
performance relationship in purchasing. The framework consid-
ers that different types of organizational structures perform dif-
ferently under different environmental conditions and assumes 
that efficiency, effectiveness and adaptiveness are influenced by 
variability, complexity and illiberality. 
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 X    X X  
The motives behind purchasing consortia are analyzed from the 
perspective of TCT, EC and GT, and are summarized to be the 
following: (1) TCT: Reduction of transaction costs, (2) EC: Reduc-
tion of the material item costs, and (3) GT: Emphasis of trust 
between consortium members and the profitability of coopera-





 X      X 
TCT and ICT are used to develop a theoretically grounded pur-
chasing portfolio model to provide a comprehensive view of rele-
vant global synergy dimensions. TCT and ICP address the catego-
ry selection criteria for exploiting economies of scale, for econo-
mies of information and learning and economies of process. 
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